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US Ambassador to the OAS Richard T. McCormack spoke Jan. 23 at a conference titled, "Latin
Democracy: The Challenge to Florida," co-sponsored by the State Department and Florida
International University. He said the US, Latin America and the Caribbean have a mutual interest
and responsibility in seeing that the region is "put back" on the economic growth path, as well as
guaranteeing the continuity of democratic governments in the region. According to McCormack,
a major challenge is "democracy in Central America," i.e., assuring that "the comandantes in
Nicaragua" are not left free to consolidate, and "establish a second Soviet launching pad on the
doorstep of the US." There are two basic reasons for the shift to democracy in Latin America and
the Caribbean observed in recent years. First, people of the hemisphere have historically desired
elected, representative government. Second, the political system that the Hispanic culture seemed to
favor has failed. Authoritarian governments whether military or civilian have been poor performers.
They have not been responsive to the needs of the majority of the people. "Maybe they were
appropriate to agrarian economies, but they have not been able to cope with the rapid adjustments
demanded in the modern, educated, industrialized world." The shift to freely elected governments
is not likely a transitory phenomenon given the increasingly urban, and industrialized populations
of Latin America. Per capita income in Latin America and the Caribbean doubled from 1960 to
1980 despite the fact that population was also doubling. In 1950, about one-third of the population
lived in cities; today two-thirds of the population live in cities. Communications have been vastly
improved, including postal, telephone, airline, radio and television services. Latin America has
changed and one of the external manifestations is that with the exception of five governments, all
are democratic. How can the gains of recent years be consolidated? An immediate challenge for
the US and Latin America is commitment to democracy in Central America. Miami is as close to
Managua as it is to Washington. Florida is the bridge the communications link with Latin America
and the Caribbean. The media pictures American foreign policy in Central America as in disarray
because profits from the sale of arms to Iran were allegedly transferred through Swiss bank accounts
to support the democratic resistance in Nicaragua. Congress may focus on this transaction, but
the fundamental issue for the US is whether there is going to be a transition to a freely elected
democratic government in Nicaragua or whether the comandantes in Managua are going to be left
free to consolidate, and thus undermine the democratic governments of Costa Rica, El Salvador,
Guatemala and Honduras, and establish a second Soviet launching pad on the doorstep of the US.
"We need to keep our eye on the real ball game and not what is going on in the grandstand." At
the recent meeting of the OAS in Guatemala, the "hemisphere at that meeting came down on the
side of democracy. But the Contadora countries, meeting a few weeks later in Rio de Janeiro, came
out with a press communique that espoused the same bias in favor of Nicaragua that had been
repudiated at Guatemala City...We have to see whether the Contadora countries are prepared to
exert pressure in Managua in favor of democracy... We had a small scrimmage in the permanent
council of the OAS, the first week of January over this same issue, at which we emphasized that
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the issues are democracy and security in Central America." The Nicaraguans and their supporters
are trying to take advantage of what they perceive as disarray in American foreign policy on these
issues. Press reports of the views of the Mexican Foreign Ministry, and some others, indicated that if
the four Central American democracies would just step into line, and accept the word of Contadora,
it would be easy to conclude a treaty. "I suppose that it would, but the agreement reached under
such circumstances would be a farce."

-- End --
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